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WIFE ABUSE IN RURAL "AREAS: SOME SOCIAL LEGAL, -
MEDICAL AMD SERVICE 'DELIVERY " rSSUES
- i by Anita L. Rosen, Ph. d.
s D1v1s1on of. Social and Community Serwices

. - Southern I11inois University
Carbonda]e, IL ‘ )
- ‘ ﬁ - e, ) - R

Spouse ‘abuse, part1cu1ar1y of w1ves, had become an 1ncreas1ng1y
1mportant 1ssue “for d1scuss1on and research Th1s has been demonstrated
q"through the deve]opment of organ1zat1ons such as the Resource Center on
Famf1y V1o1ence, the Nat1ona1 C1ear1nghouse on Domest1cs&ao1ence and the ‘
Center for women 'S Po]ycy Stud1es, as well as through art1c1es in many. types "
of profess1ona1 Journa1s 1nc1ud1ng law, nursing and social work 1 . : ',\ ‘
Research tends to demonscrate that wife abuse is a greéat prob]em but much
is probab]y hidden, espec1a11y by wea]th1er persons 2 . The 11terature a1so : T
,1nd1cates that the subject of ‘wife abuse is 1aden with myth such as that the.
wife asks for it or that women enJoy abuse These myths are be1ng d1speJ1ed
- by research% but are frequently held by the public and even.many profeSs1ona1sw_;:
The causes of abusé by the husband are mu1tfp1e‘and stemofrom both
psycbo]og1ca1 and social factors 4 Abuse of a wife isvfrequentfy-reTated’to
. -stress theory Th1s theory 1ooks at such factors as geograph1c Tso1at1on,
L'soc1a1 1so1at1on econom1c stress, a]coho] and drug abuse, Sex- ‘role, " physical
or. ‘medical 1ssues, and pregnancy of wife (espec1a11y if the ch11d is unwanted

or the husband is hot sure if it is his). 5 X - -,

'Severa1'genera] suggestions for identifying. and treating‘the physical
and menta1 hea]th prob]ems assoc1ated w1th wife ‘abuse’ have been put forward in

the 11terature which call for 1ega1 medical- and serVJce»act1v1ty 6 However,

11tt1e spec1f4c work has been d1rected toward wife abuse in rura1 areas.

<@ s . -
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Purpose of the Study

®»
The pufpdse of this study was to more cToseTy examine. the 1ssue of w1fe

!

- abuse in & ‘rural area. Thg author aTso ‘sought to assess the maJor service
]

interventions sugdestion of the T1terature and relate them“to their pract1ca11ty‘
ina runaT area. - , . , h S
The Study - _
The area used for this study was the ten ruraT and host southenn

'count1es of Southern ITT1no1s Th1s area is- character1zed by hngh unempToy-
‘ment and Tow per cap1ta 1ncome There is some m1n1ng and farm1ng in the area

- with''no major industry. The area contains a large port1on of FederaT forest
land which'keeps.doWn the tax base. Towns are.smaTT and there -is much soc1a1
dsoTation The largest town, Carbondale (24 000) is not frequented‘hy many
'persons outside a 20 mile rad1us unless they work in CarbondaTe There is no

public, transportat1on except that for a few senior c1t1zen programs.. -
. .
As can be seen, this areas typifies many runal areas of frost beTt Amer1ca[

For th1s study, the author examined the only women's shelter in the ten

¢ '

couﬁties and conducted a survey of selected social service providers in the’

<

"very~rura1 counties w1th no shelter. .

The women's sheTter serves about 500 women per year who are v1ct1ms of

'

"domestic violence.. Many of these women stay, often with ch11dren, for one "~ .

[y -

night up to se?era] weeks. A large proportion of the women are from the ’

[

:Southern ITT1no1s area, thouqh they tend to come erm certdin count1es rather

— e e = >

,than al count1es equally.

. A pre- tested quest1onna1re was adm1n1stered in a one- to one 1nterv1ew to

all new res1dents of”the shelter duying a typ1ca1 three month period in early

-
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e - 1981.. 7 A .summary of this data is found in-the data section of this=paper;
' ' - Y

A persona] 1nterv1ew w1th a se1ected samp]e of serv1ce prov1ders who
. # é
might work w1th abused wives 1n the. area was also conducted fInc1uded were

megical soc1a1 workers (2), hosp1ta1 social serv1ce staff (10), workers in

< 3.

| the'pub1ic child and fam11y service agency (4), 1ega1 serv1ces-1awyers (2)

o

a head.start dlrector, a sen1oroc1t1zen program d1rect0r and a soc1a1 workenr

P

,d1rect1ng a demonstrat1on serv1ce prOJect encompassing -over ha]f-of the count1es

-
c

stud1ed _ "" , - S

Summary * of Resu1ts L

The ‘sample size from the women S, Shelter was small, 14,'and'made up of

should be kept in m1nd when rev1ewing the data for women in the she]ter

(=4

. The women surveyed were genera11y s1m11ar to women in other stud1es

Ly 1

that were urban or1ented " They-were of Tow- -income, undereducated and under-
: 5

- This. finding is different than other studies which show 1itt1e difference

between husband ‘and wife when the women are 1dent1f1ed as’ abused. 8

Another area of divergence was in dge af abused women. While: other
studies place the majority of subjects at 30 years or younger, over 50% of
the rural women were 36 years'or older. These women were'abused“over a 7
per1od of . t1me, for most, since ear]y in the marr1age ralationship. These
women had been contemp]ate1ng leaving the abus1ve eny1ronment for a wh11e,

thus, the1r coming to a shelter was a consc1ous effort, and not done on the,

‘+

spur of the moment .-

1) . ﬂt

women who 1dent1f1ed them5e1vls as abused and in need of help. = These features

]

skilled. The one area of great d1fference is that the rura1 ‘women's husbands,- .

. were in a higher tax bracket than therw1ves and had a good deal more education.
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Other charater1st1cs of these women 1nc1ude that 58% were protestant

R

. &nd of the rema1n1ng, most were sodeth1ng other than protestant or Catholic.
”A]coho] id play a roTe in 64A of the abus1ve 1nc1dents, though 36% of the
L abusers never drank or were not drunk pr1or to the abuse

.'}i-‘ About 93% of -the abusers were. abUSed as-children. Also, 43% of the oo

/
*‘ch11dren of these wamen were abused by the wife abuser . : ‘ : ]

Though "the author‘s samp]e is smail, the study does 1nd1cate*that the

. rural abused‘wife'ﬁhq reaches out for help is quite s1m11ar to her counterpart

. 4inaother‘studies ‘There are some differences that should be noted. Though ...

! >

. .o thesexhomen are poor and undereducated their husbands frequent]y are not.
RN
¢ SN These men are a]so abus1ve of their children and in about a th1rd of the cases

. were not drunk or dr1nk1ng Also, a1most an of these ma]es had been abused

10

« as children. This suggests that . ModeT1ng Theory may more cred1b1y explaiw

: .rura1 wife abuse than doés stress theory in ‘many cases. This theory a1iow§ . v -
- _'that deviant behavior becomes learned and "acceptab]e?,adu1t behavior. | '
| The second part of this study invo]yed the survey ofssérvjce‘providers

in the oounties wdthout‘a :he1ter. The sukvey was an atteﬁpt to find out
,"\something about what'happens,to_the abused wite\in these;other areas. IHiS’

. ~ survey was genera1 and desqriptive in nature and a summary of it follows.y

a A]] of ithe serv1ce prov1ders were unan1mous ina number of the1r : ‘f
observat1ons They found that there was a great dea1 of wife abuse and . -
/ little of it was reported Though abused women m1ght say that abuse is not

acceptable, in rea11ty 1t is. acceptab]e because exper1ence shows there is’ no

reason td &xpect anything else. °

> I . /

Not one hosp1ta1 in the count1es surveyed hds any special program for

“»

emergency room 1dent1f1cat1on.or special 1ntervent1on in suspected wife abuse
-




_situations The serv1ce provwders'ﬁurveyed 1nd1cated thaqkfew fam11y

]

*phys1cans attempted to 1dent1fy or’refer abused wives 1n the1r pract1ce The

’ Federa1]y funded (RHI). Rura1 Hea]th C11n1cs fared better in that over 80% of

-~

those surveyed felt that (RHI) phys1cans would identify possible abuse or j;'

" - make a referral to a soc1a1 worker or counse]or )

l «

B S

Those surveyed were asked about sheriff or police cooperat1on Opinions;

var1ed in this drea.. If a worker had a-good re]at1onsh1p with the local

po11ce, cooperat1on m1ght ensue Genera]]y, sher1ff and po11ce feel that
domest1c matters belong at home and are re]uctant to 1ntervene-*espec1a11y
in sma11 towns. where the abuser is known ‘and a part of the commun1ty About,

three- fourths of those surveyed “thought that 1f Chl]d abuse were a part of the

;.househo1d V1olence then the po11ce were much more cooperat1ve

Another unanimous area for those surveyed was in regard to the 1ega1

<

system in rural areas Most states-attorneys and Judges were felt to be |

?

funcooperat1ve and 1ack1ng in knowledge about domest1c viglence. Many were'
. .

fe]t to.hold the many myths and sterotypes about the abused wife that the

[

general public has. Th1s creates a climate of frustrat1on and 1ack of he1p
for-those who want to work ‘with the abused rura{/w1fe Legal serv1ces
1awyers were seen as the major ""shining 11ght" dn the 1ega1 system. Servﬁce
'prov1ders were concernéd that cuts in fund1ng for the Lega1 Serv1ces Corps.
would have severe consequences for the rural abused wife. -
Through this survey, ‘an interesting situation was revealed. One
‘medical socia]hworker surveyed who worked in a Rura1 Health ¢linic, found
ithat some commun;t1es seemed to have a higher. incidénce of w1fe abuse than
thers. One community typ1f1ed the h1gh Jnc1dence syndrome Th1s was a

-~

‘-.- . i,
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=attempt to explore fee]nngs and let the woman. know she is not.the on1y one

with the age spread being fa1r1y equal. , .

.been unacceptab1e to seek he1p

‘somatit comp1a1nt pat1ent to the social worker. In counse11ng with- the

"closed". community with few persons aspiring tp Jeave. There was high .,

unemp]oyment and frustrat1on on the part of many males. The norm for this

_commun1ty is what goes on; and many trad1t1ona1 va1ues are kept. Though ;.

many of the ‘men cannot cope w1th stress or have certa1n problems, it has

5

Because of c1ose contro] over the women, and the lack of acceptab411ty

Y

of counse11ng serv1ces, few women openly sought he1p ~what was found was
that a number of women were be1ng seen 1n the hea1th c11n1c for what eventu }Jy
was d1agnosed as somatic comp1a1nts Durxng/the courseof exam1nat1on the - . .
pat1ent ‘confided 1n the doctor about abuse, or the doctor may have referred the
’ .
soc1a1 ‘worker, the pat1ent frequent1y admitted the abuse problem. < ;
Though 1dent1f1cat1on of the abuse prob]em has been made, most fre-" - '
quently the women choose to do gbth1ng about the prob1em The counse1or may
4 . ; ye
and there are services ava11ab1e, rarely does the pat1ent return for serv1ce
With these women“the/age difference from other studies is again - ’
substantiated.’ Identffied women are in their early twenties and over 40, ; C R
¢
In summary, the suﬁyey of . serv1ce prov1ders found few services for the o |
rura1 abused w1fe. There were a1so few trained or know]edgab]e profess1ona1s
even though’much abuse ex1sts '
Abuse}was rare1y vo]untar11y 1dent1f1ed by the wife, and in cases where

adm1ss1on of abuse occurred, it was prompted by "health" matters or abuse

of ch11dren in the home.
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Conc]us1gns/and Recbmmendatfons

/ ’
= V///?he topic of wife abuse in rura1 areas presents all of’the issues and

" prob]ems of domest1c violente combined w1th ‘the-usual prob]ems of rural
serv1ces--1ack of resources, 1ack of’tra1ned profess1ona]s, 1ack of commun1tm

'1nformat1on and 1ach//f popu1at1on .

Clearly, m0re research on rural domest1c v1o1ence is needed as well as

-

the repo;t1ng of innovative methods of providing services in a difficult .

situation.

Three genera] areas should be addressed as a result of this study;’.The

7/

f1rst .area re1ates ‘to the issue of 1dent1f1cat1on It is necessary to

recogn1ze that there is a prob]em of w1fe abuse in rural areas even though

e

the abused women are not rush1ng forward for he1p There are few pTaces

[v4

to rush to,- though the one women s shelter in this study 1s,we11 utilized..
What 1s needed is the deve]opment of*awareness and sens1t1v1ty to the abuse

'problem by various community profess1ona1s Phys1cans, nurses, police, \

ministers, persons on the 1ega1 system and others must-have awareness of the

,issues if the prob1em 1s to be 1dent1f1ed : Phys1cans and med1ca1 fac111t1es

t-

staff are part1cu1ar1y important in this identification process

The second area to address:is that of resources. All of the 11terature
re1ated to wife abuse indicates the need.}or such basie¢ resources as women's 8
; she1ters, legal services, emp]oyment counse11ng, genera] counseling and v
emergency funds. These resources are not readi1y avaiﬂab1e in runa1 areas.
It 1s the author's contention. that th1s lack of resources is not comp]ete]y

I
the resu1t of the genera1 1ack of rura1 resources. «Rather, it is 1arge1y

the (esu1t.of lack of recognition about w1fevabuse in rural areas. If
. . .o M - . ‘ kY

-

Tae
i




. ' B ';8-". . s
" s1gn1f1cant community persons as well. as com’ﬁn1ty profess1onaJs are aware
| .of the nature and extent of the prob1em there can be efforts to deve1op
services and ga1n f1nanc1a1 back1ng From th1s stydy, the author must con- r
clude that th1s important step is m1ss1ng in many rural communities.

The.third area to address is prevent1on While it may seem foolish to
attempt to address prevention while the other two 1ssues have not been addressed
prevention is extreme1y important Community organization and education have ;’
been promoted as significant areas for prevent1on and ear]y 1ntervent1on 1

One- area for preventive impact may be through the public school-
curricu]um and adolescent health programs. Bringing up "the subject of.
domestic vio1ence and ddscussing it would be new to most educational seryices,
but very appropr1ate This is a method of possible prevention that bears
11tt1e monetary cost w1th potential w1despread benef1t . '

-

T Profess1ona1 organ1zat1ons need to push the concept of w1fe abuse 1n

L Y

cont1nun1ng educat1on act1v1t1es Medical and nurs1ng groups as well as

1oca1 hosp1ta1 assoc1at1ons -can p1ay an important role in educat1ng potent1a1

R

service prov1ders_1n rural commun1t1es r : . : .

: Awareness of wife abuse.in rural areas is the first. step in addressiné a
serious prob1em. Awareness by researchers, professionals and community people

. . ‘ ) . T * " +
+s key to service and prevention. o

a , " NOTES - ' , ' ‘ -
*.a- . . ' ‘ o * "’?v

o 1. For example see: "Annotated Bibliography on Spous® Abuse," by the

© e Resource Center on Family Violence,* (PO Box 2309, Rockville, MD: National
Clearinghouse on Domestic Violence, 1981) and "Spouse Abuse:. A Spécial . e .
~ssue," Victimology 2 (1977-78). , o
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. .- 2. Murray A. Straus, "Wife Beat{ng: How Common and Why?"
(1977-78) " 443-458. R -

3. Barbara Star, et. aT;, "psychological Aspects of Wife Battering,”.
‘Socials Casework 61 (June,”1980):" - , : .

' - * t Pa g - \
4, Bruce Rounsaville, ?Theorfé%“in'Manita1 Viplence: Evidence from a
%tudy of Battered Women," Victimology 3 (1978) :=11-31. e .

¢ 5. Wife Abuse: The Role of the so®at Worker, (Washington, DpC.: The-
Child Welfare Resource Information Exchange, April, 1980): 6. .

~ 6e For example, see: Wife Abuse: ‘The Role of the Social workef (1980),
and Lenore Walker, The Battered Women, (New York:. Harper -and Row, 1979).

7. The majority of this information was collected by Wendi Carroll in
. "A Study of Wife abuse in Southern I1linois," Southern I1linois University,
5/81, unpublished. ' ) - .

. 8. See Bruce Rounsaville (1978).

9. For examp]e,'Barbafa Star, “"Comparing Batfered and’Non-Battered'
Women," Victimology 2 (1978): 32-44. ‘ .-
- 10. “Bruce Rounsaville (1978). "

11. Gary Smith, "Spouse Assualt: Another yiew;" Human Sérvices in the
Rural Environment 5' (September/October 1980): 28-31. ‘
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